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Executive Summary

Youth in Newark, New Jersey are exposed 
to community violence at twice the rate of 
the U.S. national average.1 The wide-
ranging impacts of such violence expo-
sure on adolescent development include 
behavioral and mental health challenges,2 
and an increased risk of both delinquent 
and criminal involvement throughout ad-
olescence into adulthood.3 Accordingly, 
Newark Community Solutions (NCS), a 
program of the Center for Justice Innova-
tion (the Center), designed the Youth Em-
powerment and Resiliency Project (NCS-
YERP) to address the needs of system-im-
pacted and violence exposed youth in 
Newark and the surrounding communi-
ties in Essex County. During two years of 
operations, NCS-YERP admitted 38 cli-
ents in two years and developed novel in-
terventions like virtual reality-assisted 
adventure therapy (VRAAT), to support 
the unique needs of participants. This 
evaluation describes the programs’ effec-
tiveness as well as the challenges it faced 
throughout its implementation. 

Purpose of the Current 
Study 

This research aims to answer three main 
questions: 

1. Impact on Protective Factors: Did 
involvement in NCS-YERP promote 
improvements in protective factors 

understood to minimize risk of future 
juvenile court involvement? 

2. Impact on Participant Engage-

ment: What were the effects of spe-
cific interventions and program re-
structuring on participant engagement 
and long-term retention?  

3. Impact on System Partners: How 
did the NCS-YERP program meet its 
secondary aim of systems-level change 
and capacity-building among engaged 
partners serving court-involved 
youth? 

To answer these questions, researchers 
analyzed data from three main sources: 
program data collected during enrollment 
from 38 program participants admitted 
during the study period including data 
describing the services they received and 
a repeated assessment collected at base-
line and near case closure; a community 
partner survey administered to 13 part-
ners from a legal service provider and an 
education-focused organization that 
worked closely with the NCS-YERP team; 
and implementation documentation 
maintained by research staff. 

This research documents 24 months of 
direct service provision, from program in-
ception (July 2023) through the conclu-
sion of the study period (June 2025). The 
report describes program strengths and 
challenges. 
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Evaluating Participant 
Outcomes 

Programmatic data collected from 38 par-
ticipants throughout program enrollment 
documents program effectiveness: 

1. The program had mixed impact 

on protective factors. NCS-YERP 
was most effective in improving so-
cial-emotional protective factors, like 
self-esteem, social competency, and 
the reduction of traumatic stress 
symptoms, but showed less promise 
intervening on environmental and re-
lational protective factors, such as par-
ent-caregiver relationships, school en-
gagement, and participation in leisure 
or recreational activities. 

2. VRAAT is a novel intervention 

with promising effects. A greater 
number of participants who received 
at least one clinical session incorpo-
rating virtual reality-assisted adven-
ture therapy as an intervention com-
ponent demonstrated improvements 
across several social-emotional pro-
tective factors than participants who 
did not. VRAAT recipients had higher 
rates of improvement across self-es-
teem, social competency, the reduc-
tion of traumatic stress, and school 
engagement.  

3. Low rates of participant engage-

ment were a barrier to program 

success. Overall, program staff had 
difficulty engaging and retaining 
youth beyond intake. Fewer than half 

of all youth who had been discharged 
from programming prior to the evalu-
ation had successfully completed. An 
equal number of participants were lost 
to contact and had stopped respond-
ing to program outreach, while others 
voluntarily opted out of programming, 
or were opted out by a parent or pro-
gram administrators. 

Understanding Community 
Partner Perceptions 

We surveyed a total of thirteen commu-
nity partners across two provider organi-
zations (one educational, one legal ser-
vices) over the study period. The survey 
responses reveal: 

1. Community partners were confi-

dent in the collaborative process, 

but perceived fewer benefits to 

educational or legal outcomes. 
The highest rated survey responses 
tended to describe respondents’ confi-
dence in the collaborative process and 
the accessibility of NCS-YERP’s goals. 
Among the lowest rated statements 
were those pertaining to the direct im-
pact of NCS-YERP on participants’ ed-
ucational and legal outcomes.  

2. Community partner system 

knowledge increased. Community 
partners did not feel that participation 
with the NCS-YERP program mean-
ingfully increased their organizations’ 
capacities to support youth exposed to 
violence or involved in the legal 
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system. Despite this, 41.6% of re-
spondents reported increased under-
standing of the unique needs experi-
enced by youth who have been 
exposed to violence. 

Recommendations  

Recommendations for Providers 

1. Providers should test alternative 

means of youth engagement and 

retention beyond intake. Given 
the unique needs of system-involved 
and violence-exposed youth, those 
working with these populations should 
consider alternative means of engag-
ing youth in therapeutic services long-
term. Alternative approaches like con-
tingency management, participation 
stipends, or the use of peer mentors as 
program supports may prove more 
beneficial in engaging youth in pro-
gramming long-term. 

2. Providers should focus on 

strengthening collaboration 

across educational and legal 

partners. Regularly convening multi-
disciplinary team meetings across pro-
gram partners benefits both program 
participants and system partners. 
These meetings provide opportunities 
to better coordinate social services 
and address the educational and legal 
needs of participants, while further al-
lowing program partners to advise and 
identify perceived gaps in program-
ming and increase their system 

knowledge. 

3. VRAAT-based services show 

promise and should be expanded 

to support additional youth. We 
found that services incorporating vir-
tual reality-assisted adventure therapy 
(VRAAT) had promising effects on re-
covery for traumatic stress symptoms 
and promoted increases in self-esteem 
and the development of social compe-
tencies. While other interventions are 
necessary to address environmental 
and relational protective factors, 
VRAAT is a useful, cost-effective inter-
vention that expands access to adven-
ture therapy to youth who would oth-
erwise be unable to benefit from these 
types of services. 

Recommendations for Funders 

4. Funding should be flexible and 

support the hiring of both key 

administrative program staff 

and lead clinicians as distinct po-

sitions. Limited funding that col-
lapses intensive clinical labor and ad-
ministrative tasks into one role 
negatively impacts both the youth par-
ticipants and the programming itself. 
Future requests for proposals can ex-
pand program benefits by making 
funding available to reflect distinct 
hiring for these roles. Additionally, 
flexibility in how funds may be spent—
for example, allowing spending on 
food or participation stipends—would 
promote client engagement. 
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Conclusion  

While limited by available data, our find-
ings support the development of similar 
programming designed to address the 
clinical needs of violence-impacted youth 
that provides alternatives to detention, 
minimizing further traumatization 
through youth incarceration and system-
involvement. This program was most 

effective at improving the social-emo-
tional protective factors that reduce risk 
of future system involvement but had no 
discernible impact on environmental and 
relational protective factors. This research 
additionally identifies a number of chal-
lenges in program administration that 
must be addressed for future program-
ming to be effectively evaluated. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

Youth have unique lived experiences and 
developmental needs that require special 
attention when creating interventions and 
treatment programming. Youth with 
court system involvement disproportion-
ately carry trauma that affects develop-
mental, emotional, and social behavior. 
Trauma-informed approaches are widely 
regarded as essential for interventions 
targeting marginalized and vulnerable 
populations.4 Emphasizing such ap-
proaches is key to mitigating future sys-
tem contact among impacted youth, as 
well as promoting healing from prior sys-
tem contact.5 Furthermore, when service 
providers engage in cross-system collabo-
ration, this offers system-impacted youth 
a multidisciplinary, holistic approach to 
the application of trauma-informed care, 
expanding access to support with the aim 
of increasing positive outcomes.6 

The Newark Community Solutions Youth 
Empowerment and Resiliency Project 
(NCS-YERP) utilizes a transtheoretical 
model (TTM) of behavior change frame-
work to implement trauma-informed care 
during programming7. Additionally, the 
program emphasizes multidisciplinary 
outreach and interagency collaboration—
where appropriate—to further support 
youth and streamline resource manage-
ment. NCS-YERP’s mission, grounded in 
giving young people the tools necessary to 

overcome traumatic experiences and suc-
ceed, also includes innovative applica-
tions of trauma-informed care through 
virtual-reality assisted adventure therapy. 

Background and 
Significance 

Applications of Trauma-Informed 

Interventions with Court-Involved Youth 

Approaches to intervention with court-in-
volved youth largely involve counseling 
and skill-building, with an emphasis on 
maintaining high-quality implementation 
all around, but with a specific focus on 
targeting high-risk youth.8 Research in 
developmental neuroscience similarly 
supports a trauma-informed approach to 
outreach programming, emphasizing that 
the traumas experienced by court-in-
volved youth often begin long before their 
first contact with the juvenile court sys-
tem—such as parental incarceration, ex-
posures to community violence, poverty, 
and mental health challenges.9 These 
traumas can then manifest as inappropri-
ate coping mechanisms and trends of self-
regulation, which can include aggression, 
delinquency, and substance abuse.10  

There is also a strong theoretical connec-
tion that links these histories of trauma or 
victimization to later criminality11 and 
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reduced educational aspiration and at-
tainment.12 Additionally, court-involved 
youth are known to experience cumula-
tive traumas that lead to complex trauma 
symptomatology, elevated rates of PTSD 
symptoms, anxiety, and depression. The 
psychosocial and environmental chal-
lenges facing court-involved youth are ex-
acerbated by the difficulty in engaging 
them in programming,13 and the reality 
that these co-occurring needs reduce the 
likelihood of successful program comple-
tion.14 Additionally, minority youth have 
been shown to have greater distrust of 
therapeutic interventions for a variety of 
structural and historic reasons,15 and may 
also experience greater ambivalence to-
ward seeking help and trusting provid-
ers.16 These challenges can serve as func-
tional barriers to engagement and 
therapeutic services for youth. 

Behavioral models such as TTM provide a 
systematic way to direct youth through 
various stages of change and engage them 
in stage-matched interventions.17 In the 
context of court-involved youth, TTM in-
terventions can be adapted to a youth’s 
readiness to change, including assess-
ments to suggest engagement and motiva-
tion strategies and relapse prevention.18 
The flexibility of TTM renders such ap-
proaches adaptable to innovation, includ-
ing technology-enhanced interventions. 
For instance, virtual reality programs and 
adventure therapies that create realistic, 
real-world experiences offer immersive 
opportunities to hone skill-building, with 
content that molds to a youth’s unique 

developmental stage. In using TTM as an 
approach to comprehensive care, pro-
gramming can be captured holistically 
and expanded to youth at various phases 
of readiness. 

Motivational interviewing (MI) is an evi-
dence-based therapeutic intervention de-
signed to strengthen a participant’s inter-
nal motivation to change.19 MI has been 
successfully implemented in various juve-
nile justice settings20 to support behavior 
change related to problematic behaviors, 
thereby reducing future police involve-
ment. Given its emphasis on enhancing 
motivation for change, MI functions well 
as a behavior change technique within the 
TTM to navigate change ambivalence. 21 

Virtual Reality-Assisted Adventure 

Therapy 

Adventure Therapy (AT) is a therapeutic 
intervention leveraging kinesthetic expe-
riences, like body movement and physical 
activity, often in outdoor or natural envi-
ronments to engage participants on cog-
nitive, affective, and behavioral levels,22 
with a particular focus on child, adoles-
cent, and emerging adult populations. AT 
has been found to be effective in reducing 
anxiety related symptoms,23 promoting 
social-emotional learning and pro-social 
behaviors,24 and supporting recovery 
from complex trauma.25 In bolstering 
confidence and self-efficacy, AT may have 
further positive downstream effects on 
youth experiencing chronic exposure to 
trauma.26 However, there are many logis-
tical constraints to AT, such as limited 
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access to wilderness environments, bur-
densome program insurance costs, and 
time commitments outside of “typical” life 
that the intervention may require. The in-
tervention can also cause unintentional 
harm to recipients when client safety is 
not prioritized.27 Virtual reality-assisted 
adventure therapy (VRAAT) can over-
come these restraints through its relative 
accessibility, ease of use, and ability to be 
administered in situ.  

Over the course of the last 30 years, vir-
tual reality (VR) has become a powerful, 
therapeutically relevant tool for address-
ing a variety of behaviors, emotions, and 
cognitions. VR produces immersive and 
controlled interventions that can be used 
in the clinical treatment of phobias, PTSD 
responses, and anxieties through a 
presentation of real-world stressors for 
adaptive learning.28 Clinicians can easily 
manipulate real environmental variables 
to match the individualized needs of par-
ticipants, making VR applicable to treat-
ing youth with complex needs who re-
quire personalized intervention. In the 
context of aggressive or violent behav-
ior among some court-involved youth, 
treatments involving an application of VR 
therapy can be effective in reducing im-
pulsivity, anger, and aggression.29 VR can 
additionally simulate gamified, customi-
zable experiences, where participants can 
be placed anywhere from immersive na-
ture scenes to desired travel destinations 
or artistic experiences.30  

Institutional Collaboration & 

Multidisciplinary Approaches 

Navigating system-involved youths’ com-
plex trauma histories, unmet behavioral 
health needs, and other, non-individual-
ized systemic barriers (e.g., access to 
healthcare, economic disenfranchise-
ment, exposure to violence) is a defining 
challenge facing juvenile court systems 
today. Coordinated efforts from mental 
health professionals, legal, and educa-
tional providers can address these unique 
needs, ensuring that court-involved youth 
have streamlined access to comprehen-
sive care. Such efforts draw on multidisci-
plinary partnerships to facilitate infor-
mation-sharing to help court-involved 
youth access services and promote suc-
cessful case outcomes.31  

NCS-YERP 

The Youth Empowerment and Resiliency 
Project (NCS-YERP) was a community 
justice program designed specifically for 
young people with court involvement who 
have significant histories of exposure to 
community violence. Through a combina-
tion of case coordination with external 
community partners and direct, clinical 
intervention, NCS-YERP worked with 38 
youth with past and ongoing traumatic 
stress symptoms over a two-year pro-
gramming period. NCS-YERP was always 
intended to be flexible and responsive to 
the individual needs of the youth it served 
and the systems with which they inter-
acted. Reflecting this, some elements of 



 
J U S T  T R Y I N G  T O  B E  B E T T E R  T H A N  W H A T  I  W A S  

4 

the program changed over time, both with 
regard to the types of interventions uti-
lized and the ways in which program par-
ticipation was utilized by legal and educa-
tional system actors as a tool to improve 
outcomes for youth in their respective 
contexts. 

NCS-YERP was originally designed as a 
structured, multi-week program during 
which violence-impacted, court-involved 
youth would receive individual clinical 
services and participate in the Structured 
Psychotherapy for Adolescents Respond-
ing to Chronic Stress (SPARCS) curricu-
lum.32 The program was anticipated to 
last as long as 16 weeks for the highest 
need participants, with lower need partic-
ipants referred into Youth Impact Newark 
(formerly Newark Youth Court), allowing 
clinicians to focus their time on the youth 
with the greatest clinical and legal needs. 
Program duration would reflect clients’ 
assessed need level, with the number of 
weeks in programming based on this clin-
ical determination. 

NCS-YERP focused on increasing a set of 
protective factors associated with reduced 
risk of future juvenile court system in-
volvement, specifically self-esteem, social 
competencies, substance use reduction, 
traumatic stress symptom reduction, 
school engagement, parent/caregiver re-
lationships, and engagement in recrea-
tional/leisure activities. 

The planning period included a signifi-
cant focus on developing a multidiscipli-
nary planning team (MPT) made up of 

key partners across sectors. Planners pri-
oritized developing a team that would en-
dure for the lifetime of the program, regu-
larly convening for planning activities and 
care coordination across educational, le-
gal, and social service providers. Origi-
nally envisioned as a distinct MPT, this 
group was intended to create an environ-
ment for multidisciplinary collaboration 
to more effectively design and implement 
program activities. However, several es-
tablished multidisciplinary groups dedi-
cated to youth violence prevention, juve-
nile court involvement, and trauma-
informed approaches were already in 
place by the start of the program period. 
Thus, NCS-YERP instead integrated into 
the existing multidisciplinary network to 
inform and advise youth-based services 
and community-based violence preven-
tion strategies.   

The original program design included the 
prospect that court-involved youth would 
have the option to participate in NCS-
YERP as an approved alternative to de-
tention or probation component, possible 
through an active partnership with court 
system actors. This planned feature had 
two aims: this alternative legal mandate 
was intended to (1) increase participant 
engagement and retention, and (2) sup-
port more favorable case outcomes for en-
gaged youth. However, court actors did 
not uniformly agree to using the program 
as an alternative to detention, and pro-
gram application varied by prosecutor, 
judge, and probation officer.33 
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Following an extended planning period, 
NCS-YERP admitted its first participant 
in August 2023. However, within the first 
few weeks of operations, program staff 
discovered numerous barriers to partici-
pant engagement as a function of both 
post-traumatic stress symptoms and the 
impact of extreme poverty. For example, 
hypervigilance led some participants to be 
fearful of group settings and guarded in 
their interactions with staff, withholding 
information during initial assessments, 
and therefore complicating treatment 
planning. Other young people were expe-
riencing food insecurity and housing in-
stability, preoccupied with where they 
would get their next meal or lay their 
head. They were thus less concerned with 
completing an intake or attending a group 
session. Often, staff discovered these sig-
nificant needs weeks or months after en-
rollment. In response, program staff re-
structured program activities, moving 
away from the previous design’s rigidity 
and group-focused interventions.  

Under the revised model, rather than 
measuring participant progress in weeks, 
the program had two discrete phases of 
engagement without set durations: orien-
tation and treatment. During the orienta-
tion phase, NCS-YERP program staff fo-
cused on engaging participants in the 
program through rapport- and trust-
building. Additionally, program staff uti-
lized text-based communications to regu-
larly communicate with youth and ideally 
stoke interest in NCS-YERP program-
ming. Staff further engaged legal service 

providers and family support systems to 
encourage youth to engage in the pro-
gram. Even after intake, program staff 
continued to use these strategies to en-
gage—and at times re-engage—youth in 
the program. 

During the treatment phase, staff utilized 
individual counseling and case manage-
ment (in contrast to the originally envi-
sioned group therapy). Trauma-focused 
cognitive behavioral therapy (TF-CBT) 
and motivational interviewing (MI) were 
the most used therapeutic interventions 
intended to support youth in behavioral 
change and increase protective factors. 
NCS-YERP also delivered direct services 
to participants at a community-based al-
ternative school (where many partici-
pants were enrolled) on a weekly basis. 
For participants who did not attend the 
alternative school, additional sessions 
were held both at NCS’s community of-
fice, and at times in other public spaces in 
the community, such as the library and a 
local climbing gym. Additionally, after a 
period of regular program involvement, 
some participants engaged in a handful of 
experiential learning excursions to engage 
in meaningful, recreational and pro-social 
group activities in the community. 

For those youth who were in custody at 
the time of referral, staff provided ser-
vices at their detention facilities. The 
hope was that engaging youth while they 
were detained might support a judge’s de-
cision to release the youth from custody 
into the community and the continued 
clinical care of program staff.  
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As the program developed, VRAAT be-
came a tool in the staff’s toolbelt. Com-
bining elements of both AT and VR inter-
ventions, VRAAT allowed a greater 
number of individuals to experience the 
somatic components of AT than would 
have been feasible through traditional AT 
experiences. 

The Current Study 

This study evaluates NCS-YERP by ad-
dressing three research questions: 

1. Did involvement in the NCS-

YERP program promote im-

provements across protective 

factors understood to minimized 

future court system involve-

ment?  
 
Based on analysis of program data col-
lected from 38 participants through-
out their enrollment, we compared 
change over time between the as-
sessed scores of various protective fac-
tors. We additionally evaluated the ef-
fects VRAAT had on the protective 
factors shown by participants receiv-
ing this intervention. 

2. What were the effects of specific 

interventions and program re-

structuring on participant en-

gagement in the program and 

long-term retention?  
 
Using program data from 38 partici-
pants about the services they received, 
we sought to evaluate effects of these 
interventions on program enrollment 
and retention. Additionally, we exam-
ined the program’s use of pre-enroll-
ment alternative and collateral con-
tacts to see whether these helped to 
increase post-intake program reten-
tion. 

3. How did the NCS-YERP program 

meet its secondary aims of sys-

tems-level change and capacity-

building among engaged part-

ners serving court-involved 

youth?  
 
We surveyed 13 community partners 
across two organizations (one legal 
and one educational) on a recurring 
basis. We analyzed these data to as-
sess the development of institutional 
knowledge across respondents and 
their confidence in and perceptions of 
the NCS-YERP program. 



 
J U S T  T R Y I N G  T O  B E  B E T T E R  T H A N  W H A T  I  W A S  

7 

Chapter 2 
Methods and Data 

This study includes data from three 
sources: program data, participant sur-
veys, and community partner surveys. 

Program Data  

These data contain information about 
participants and their involvement in the 
program tracked in NCS’s case manage-
ment system by program staff. Data in-
cluded demographic information, infor-
mation collected from participants upon 
referral, clinical assessments, dates of 
program involvement, services received, 
and protective factors targeted in services. 

Thirty-eight young people participated in 
NCS-YERP over the two-year study pe-
riod.34 Almost all participants were 16 or 
17 years old at time of enrollment, in 
equal numbers (44.7%, each); a few were 
younger: three were 14 years old and one 
was 15. One participant (2.6%) declined 
to share an age. Nearly three-quarters of 
participants (20, 71.4%) identified as 
Black, with six (21.4%) identifying as La-
tino. Almost all participants (33, 94.2%) 
were male, with two female participants 
(5.7%).35 

Participant Surveys 

These surveys measured the presence and 
level of specific protective factors for the 
participants; these protective factors can 
be grouped into two domains: factors re-
lated to social-emotional states and envi-
ronmental or relational factors.36 

1. Social-emotional factors including 
self-esteem, social competencies, sub-
stance use and reduction, and trau-
matic stress reduction. 

2. Environmental or relational factors in-
cluding parent/caregiver relation-
ships, school engagement, and partici-
pation in leisure/recreational 
activities. 

Program staff administered surveys to 
youth at intake for a baseline score, and at 
intervals throughout programming to 
measure progress. Under the original pro-
gram design, surveys were to be adminis-
tered at three points: baseline, midway 
through treatment, and discharge; the 
timing of the midpoint survey was to be 
based on a participant’s level of need at 
intake—and therefore overall anticipated 
case length.  

As programming evolved and became 
both more individualized and open-
ended, the natural checkpoints of weekly 
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attendance disappeared, and program ad-
ministration became more complicated.  

Thus, when the program shifted to a more 
flexible timeline in an effort to better en-
gage participants, the timing for these 
surveys became more flexible and, cru-
cially, their consistency decreased. Addi-
tionally, the significant clinical needs 
were the primary focus of program staff, 
which left little time for administrative 
tasks like data collection or cleaning. 
While this individualized approach bene-
fitted clients, it destabilized the frequency 
with which participants received repeated 
assessments. 

Surveys were administered at baseline 
and at varying intervals throughout pro-
gramming. More than three-quarters (30 
out of 38) of participants completed at 
least one survey. Of these, slightly more 
than half completed multiple (16 out of 
30), representing 42.1% of all partici-
pants. Roughly half this number received 
more than two assessments.  

Since non-completion was a function of 
not receiving surveys rather than declin-
ing to complete them, it is unclear if par-
ticipants with multiple surveys differed 
overall on level of program engagement. 
It is also unclear if they differed on the 
presence, levels, or change over time in 
protective factors. 

To standardize our analysis, only baseline 
and final assessments were included. 

Community Partner Surveys  

We distributed a survey to staff at two key 
partner agencies—one educational and 
one legal—every six months during the 
program’s operating period. Surveys were 
sent to all staff members at these agencies 
who interacted with the program. The 
surveys elicited feedback in three key do-
mains: sense of confidence in the collabo-
rative process, development of knowledge 
supportive of working with this popula-
tion of youth, and perceptions of the in-
tervention. In each domain, the survey 
combined Likert scale questions with 
open-ended responses for additional in-
formation. 

Thirteen community partners completed 
33 total surveys: nine educational service 
providers (22 surveys) and 4 legal service 
providers (11 surveys). All included sur-
veys were completed with all relevant in-
formation.37 

Community partners received a total of 
five surveys over the study period:  

• One completed one survey, 

• Seven completed two surveys,  

• Four completed three surveys, and 

• One completed five surveys.38  

Only two potential respondents—one at 
each agency—who were sent the surveys 
did not complete any.39 

Partner surveys yielded data at two levels: 
survey level and person level. Survey-level 
data allowed us to look at how 
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individuals’ responses changed (or did 
not change) over time, while person-level 
data presents an overall snapshot of indi-
viduals’ answers regardless of how many 
surveys each partner completed. 

As an additional data source, the lead re-
searcher took notes on issues pertaining 
to data collection and related program dy-
namics throughout the program period. 
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Chapter 3 
Participant Outcomes  

This chapter documents various legal, 
clinical, and programmatic outcomes for 
youth enrolled in NCS-YERP during the 
study period. 

Overview of Participant 
Outcomes 

The NCS-YERP program was designed 
specifically to intervene with violence-ex-
posed youth and those with some degree 
of juvenile court involvement. This design 
bears out in the profiles of participants 

admitted into the program. The vast ma-
jority of participants (34 of 38, 89.4%) re-
ported some exposure to community vio-
lence at the time of intake. Additionally, 
78.9% of youth (30 of 38) had some juve-
nile court matter at the time of referral, 
though the degree of involvement ranged 
from using programming as a tool to sup-
port legal defense to a formal adjunctive 
intervention to a probation sentence.40 
The tables below give an overview of how 
legal service providers intended to use 
NCS-YERP services, as well as the cate-
gory of charge seen on these cases. 

 

Table 3.1 Legal service providers used NCS-YERP in both formal 

and informal ways to support their participants’ legal defenses 

 

NUMBER  OF  AD MITTE D PAR TICIPANTS   38 

Intended Use of Program by Legal Service 

Provider 
 

Probation Adjunct41 12 (31.6%) 

Detention Alternative/Diversion 11 (28.9%) 

No Formal Offer42 7 (18.4%) 

No Reported Legal Involvement 8 (21.1%) 
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Table 3.2 Overview of NCS-YERP system-involved participant 

top offense at time of referral 

 

NUMBER  OF  AD MITTE D PAR TICIPANTS  30 

Charge Category  

Assault-Related Offense 7 (23.3%) 

Robbery/Theft-Related Offense 9 (30.0%) 

Weapons-Related Offense 6 (20.0%) 

Other Offense 2 (6.7%) 

Missing Offense Data 6 (20.0%) 

Overall, when a legal service provider was 
using NCS-YERP as a probation adjunct, 
youth had the highest completion rates 
(50%). However, youth whose legal ser-
vice provider used the program as a de-
tention alternative or court-based 

diversion, or in instances where no formal 
offer was made, were more likely to not 
complete programming. Table 3.3 below 
shows the completion rate by intended le-
gal service usage. 

 

Table 3.3 Intended legal use of programming in relation to dis-

charge status for system-involved youth 

 NUMBE R OF  PAR TIC IPANTS  N SUCCESS FULLY 
COMPLE TED  

N DID  NO T 
COMPLE TE  

Intended Use of Program by Legal Service 

Provider 
12 (42.9%) 16 (57.1%) 

Probation Adjunct 5 (50.0%) 5 (50.0%) 

Detention Alternative/Diversion 2 (33.3%) 4 (66.7%) 

No Formal Offer43 5 (41.7%) 7 (58.3%) 

In total, fewer than half of all participants 
successfully completed programming. Of 
the 31 participants who were discharged 
from the program by the end of the study 
period, only 12 completed successfully. 
Figure 3.1 shows the reason for closure 
for all non-successful cases.  
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Figure 3.1 Participant reasons for 

non-completion during program 

lifetime 

 

Findings 

Finding 1. The program varied in its 

improvement of protective factors 

against future juvenile court 

involvement and exposure to violence. 

Central to the NCS-YERP program was its 
intention to increase protective factors in 
order to reduce participants’ future juve-
nile court involvement and exposure to 
community violence. As noted above, due 

to the necessary shift to a more flexible 
program model and difficulties engaging 
participants long-term, fewer than half of 
all participants completed this assess-
ment more than once. Thus, data repre-
senting the programs’ impact across these 
domains is limited. Additionally, the lack 
of a comparison groups poses limitations 
in researchers’ ability to confirm a causal 
effect of the intervention on observed im-
provements. Nonetheless, among those 
participants who completed at least one 
repeated assessment (n=16), the program 
appeared more effective at addressing 
youths’ social-emotional states than it did 
at improving environmental and rela-
tional factors. Substance use is the excep-
tion to this trend: fewer than one quarter 
(22.2%) of all youth who received a ser-
vice intervention in this area demon-
strated an improvement. Table 3.4 identi-
fies the percent of youth that received a 
service in each domain, the number of 
those served with a valid follow-up as-
sessment, and the percent demonstrating 
an improvement in the domain. 

  

4 (21.0%)

2 (57.9%)

1 (5.3%)
12 

(63.2%)

Reason for non-completion (n=19)

Client opt-out Administrative removal

Parental opt-out Lost to contact
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Table 3.4 Participants demonstrated varying degrees of improvement across 

targeted protective factors 

 

PRO TEC TIVE  F ACTORS  

N Receiving 

services 

Valid N (Received  

services and at  

least one follow-up 

measure) 

Percent* 

demonstrating 

improvement 

Social-Emotional Factors    

  Self-esteem 30 16 9 (56.3%) 
  Social competencies 33 16 9 (56.3%) 

  Substance use reduction 10 9 2 (22.2%) 

  Traumatic stress reduction 19 15 12 (80.0%) 

Environmental/Relational Factors    

  Parent/caregiver relationships 32 16 6 (37.5%) 
  School engagement 20 16 5 (31.3%) 
  Participation in leisure/recreational 
  activities 

21 15 4 (26.7%) 

* The percent referenced is of the valid n, which included clients who received a service in the targeted protective 
factor and at least one follow-up measure. 

Social-Emotional Factors 

Participants saw greater improvement on 
social-emotional factors than on environ-
mental/relational protective factors. More 
than half of youth demonstrated improve-
ment in three out of the four protective 
factors in this domain. Traumatic stress 
symptomology saw the greatest improve-
ment, with 80.0% of re-assessed partici-
pants demonstrating an improvement in 
their Post-Traumatic Growth Index 
(PTGI) score over baseline. Equal num-
bers (56.3% for each) improved in self-es-
teem and social competencies. 

Participants also noted improvements in 
these areas in several of the write-in an-
swers. For example, one participant 
wrote, “I experienced growth in personal 
strength by showing more care and trust 

in myself that I can handle things on my 
own. Not only that, but it has also in-
creased my confidence.” Another ex-
plained: “One thing that I notice, I done 
growth alot [sic] I done let the bad people 
out my life n [sic] all. I’m just trying to be 
better than what I was”. 

Several others made similar observations 
about their improved self-conception and 
social skills. Participants often reported 
that these abstract improvements had 
tangible impacts on their situation, noting 
achievements like obtaining employment 
or making the honor roll at school. 

Environmental/Relational Factors 

Overall, NCS-YERP participants showed 
less improvement on these factors than 
on the social-emotional factors. Fewer 
than one-third of participants receiving 
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both a repeated assessment and service 
targeting either school engagement 
(31.3%) or participation in leisure/recrea-
tional activities (26.7%) improved their 
scores; slightly more than one-third 
(37.5%) improved in the area of par-
ent/caregiver relationships. This factor 
having the highest rate of improvement in 
the emotional/relational domain is con-
sistent with the fact that families were fre-
quently involved in aspects of the inter-
vention. 

Youth Demonstrating Improve-

ments Scored Lower at Baseline 

Youth who saw an improvement in each 
protective factor tended to have lower 
baseline scores than the full population of 
assessed participants. This finding sug-
gest that the program had the largest rela-
tive impact on the most vulnerable partic-
ipants, those with the lowest baseline 
scores. Table 3.5 displays the gap between 
the baseline scores of both youth who did 
and did not demonstrate an improvement 
by their final assessment.

 

Table 3.5 Participants demonstrating improvement tended to 

have lower baseline scores than the sample mean 

 Avg. score at baseline 

(no improvement) 

Avg. score at baseline (saw 

improvement) 

Social-Emotional Factors   

  Self-esteem 17.9 15.8 

  Social competencies 21.9 13.2 

  Substance use 3.7 1.3 

  Traumatic stress 77.3 58.1 

Environmental/relational factors   

  Parent/caregiver relationships 4.3 2.3 

  School engagement 3.5 2.6 

  Participation in leisure/recreational activities 2.9* 2.2 

* One youth that received a leisure/recreational activity focused service was missing a score at baseline and so was 
excluded from the mean score. 
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Finding 2. Virtual reality assisted 

adventure therapy (VRAAT) showed 

promising effects on some protective 

factors. 

Early in the program’s operation, pro-
gram staff began utilizing VRAAT as a 
novel intervention to meet the needs of 
participants. In total, 13 participants 
(34.2%) received at least one VRAAT ses-
sion. Participants received a median of 4 
VRAAT sessions during attendance.44 On 
certain protective factors, a greater 

percentage of individuals who received 
VRAAT services showed improvement 
than among those participants who did 
not receive VRAAT. A greater proportion 
of youth who received VRAAT demon-
strated improvements across self-esteem, 
social competencies, traumatic stress 
symptom reduction, and school engage-
ment (Table 3.6). With the exception of 
school engagement, these were the pro-
tective factors most directly targeted by 
VRAAT. 

 

Table 3.6 VRAAT participants had greater rates of improvement on certain 

protective factors compared with non-VRAAT participants 

PRO TEC TIVE  F ACTOR  Received VRAAT Did not receive VRAAT 

Social-Emotional Factors   
  Self-esteem   
    N/Valid N* 13/11 11/5 
    % Improved** 7 (63.6%) 2 (40.0%) 
  Social competencies   
    N/Valid N 13/11 20/5 
    % Improved 7 (63.6%) 2 (40.0%) 
  Substance use   
    N/Valid N 7/7 3/2 
    % Improved 1 (14.3%) 1 (50.0%) 
  Traumatic stress   
    N/Valid N 12/11 7/4 

    % Improved 9 (81.8%) 3 (75.0%) 

Environmental/relational factors   
  Parent/caregiver relationships   
    N/Valid N 13/11 19/5 
    % Improved 3(27.3%)  3 (60.0%) 
  School engagement   
    N/Valid N 13/11 17/5 
    % Improved 4 (36.4%) 1 (20.0%) 
 Participation in leisure/recreational  
 activities 

  

    N/Valid N 12/10 9/5 
    % Improved 2 (20.0%) 2 (40.0%) 
* The valid n includes only participants that received both a service in the given protective factor as 
well as at least one repeated assessment beyond baseline. 
** The percent referenced is of the valid n, which includes clients who received a service in the 
targeted protective factor and at least one follow-up measure. 
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Finding 3. Difficulties with participant 

engagement were a significant barrier to 

both program and participant success. 

One of the greatest limitations to program 
success was difficulty engaging youth ex-
periencing real and perceived threats to 
their safety in programming. At program 
onset, the program design featured a rigid 
dosage of a prescribed number of weeks 
in programming based on a participant’s 
assessed level of need, with services antic-
ipated to last between four and eight 
weeks. However, within several weeks of 
program launch, staff identified limita-
tions to this model that failed to reflect 
the actual needs and lived experiences of 
the youth. Program staff identified: 

1. Significant youth mistrust toward pro-
gram staff, creating challenges in es-
tablishing a therapeutic relationship; 

2. Difficulties facilitating group-based 
modalities due to safety and logistical 
challenges created by youths’ conflict-
ing backgrounds and affiliations; and 

3. Limited legal system incentives for 
participation. attorneys encouraged 
youth to participate, but there was not 
always a promise of improved judicial 
outcomes if they completed program-
ming successfully. 

Initial Contact and Program En-

gagement 

Prior to the change in program model, the 
first contact youth had with the program 
following an initial referral was always a 
face-to-face session. After this program 

revision, nearly one-third (30.6%) of par-
ticipants started programming with some 
form of collateral (i.e., outreach via 
youths’ families or legal service/educa-
tional providers) or digital contact. Pro-
gram staff used family engagement, con-
versations with lawyers, and supportive 
text messages directly to participants in 
their attempts to engage youth in face-to-
face services. Participants whose pro-
gramming began without a face-to-face 
service received an average of two con-
tacts of this nature before beginning pro-
gramming. 

In practice, these changes appear to have 
had no benefit on the rate of program ini-
tiation for participants. Among youth who 
initiated services with an alternative con-
tact (n=12), only 58.3% were retained be-
yond intake. Comparatively, youth who 
initiated programming with a face-to-face 
session (n=25) were retained 68.0% of 
the time.  

Initiating services with collateral contacts 
also did not appear to have a positive im-
pact on the average number of face-to-
face sessions that youth attended; in fact, 
this was lower than for those who initi-
ated services face-to-face (10.3 vs. 14.3 
sessions, respectively). In both this in-
stance and retention beyond intake, how-
ever, the trend may not be reflective of 
the ineffectiveness of these contacts in en-
gaging youth. Rather, it may point to-
wards a greater intention among youth 
willing to initiate face-to-face to have 
meaningful engagement with 
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programming, as opposed to those who 
required more coaxing via collateral 
methods. 

Collateral and digital contacts did benefit 
overall program engagement, however.  

Table 3.7 shows that among all dis-
charged participants, youth receiving no 
alternative or collateral contacts (n=4) 
never successfully completed program-
ming. 

 

 

Table 3.7 Youth who received alternative contact methods completed pro-

gramming at a significantly higher rate than those who did not 

TOTAL  D ISCH AR GED       28   
 N Participants % Successfully completing 

Received at least one 
alternative/ collateral 
contact 
 

24 50.0% 

Received no alternative/ 
collateral contacts 

4 0.0% 
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Chapter 4 
Community Partner Perceptions  

In this chapter we describe findings from 
the community partner survey that was 
administered through the study period to 
individuals working at either a partnered 
legal service provider or educational or-
ganization.  

Overview of Community 
Partner Perceptions 

In addition to its focus on direct interven-
tion in the lives of violence-exposed and 
system-impacted youth, NCS-YERP was 
designed to intervene at the systems-level 
and promote the development of cross-
system knowledge among its partner or-
ganizations. 

To measure this program component, we 
repeatedly surveyed individuals from 
partnered community organizations 
throughout program lifetime. 

Findings 

Finding 4. Community partner 

perceptions were high. Partners 

expressed high confidence in the 

collaborative process, though they saw 

fewer legal and educational impacts. 

Overall, community partners who com-
pleted the surveys rated NCS-YERP 
highly across measures. Mean scores were 

high; most statements had a mean of four 
or more (on a 5-point scale: 1=strongly 
disagree, 5=strongly agree).45 

The most highly rated statements are pri-
marily in the domain of confidence in the 
collaborative process: 

 MEAN 
SCORE  

I have a clear understanding of the 
goals of NCS-YERP. 

4.42 

The goals of NCS-YERP are important. 4.61 

What we are trying to accomplish to-
gether would be difficult for any single 
organization to accomplish by itself. 

4.45 

 

The top-rated statements also include one 
statement in each of the other domains: 

 MEAN 
SCORE  

Development of Institutional 

Knowledge Domain 

Participation in this coalition has 
strengthened our ability to support 
youth who are involved in the legal sys-
tem. 

4.48 

Confidence in and Perceptions of 

the Intervention Domain 

Youth in NCS-YERP receive services 
relevant to the needs my organization 
referred them for. 

4.47 

 

Statements with the lowest mean ratings 
are all in the Confidence in and 
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Perceptions of the Intervention, and pri-
marily have to do with perceived impacts 
on education and legal involvement: 

 MEAN 
SCORE  

Youth referred into NCS-YERP have 
better educational outcomes than other 
youth. 

3.97 

Youth in NCS-YERP face fewer disrup-
tions to their educational progress than 
other youth. 

3.83 

Youth referred into NCS-YERP have 
better legal outcomes than other youth. 

4.03 

Youth referred into NCS-YERP com-
plete their legal obligations in an appro-
priate amount of time. 

4.03 

 

The one statement in this grouping not 
related to educational and legal outcomes 
is: 

 MEAN 
SCORE  

Youth in NCS-YERP are screened for 
needs other than those they were re-
ferred for. 

4.16 

 

Findings that community partners did not 
perceive better educational outcomes for 
participants are consistent with those 
from the participant survey, showing lim-
ited improvements in school engagement. 
At the same time, while these lowest-
rated statements highlight areas where 
the intervention may have been less suc-
cessful, the lowest-rated statement was 
still fairly high; at 3.8, the lowest rating 
suggests a sentiment between neutrality 
and agreement regarding educational 

disruptions. Across rated statements, the 
range of mean perceptions was small: less 
than 1 (0.8) on a 5-point scale. 

See Appendix B for full findings. 

Finding 5. Community partners’ 

perceptions of the program were fairly 

static, while their relevant knowledge 

increased. 

Looking at individuals’ response patterns 
across multiple surveys, on most state-
ments, a plurality of responses did not 
vary between surveys, indicating stability 
in respondents’ perceptions throughout 
the intervention. 

One domain, Development of Institu-
tional Knowledge, implies change over 
time in its name, and as such is particu-
larly relevant to this analysis. The one 
statement specifically about knowledge 
had among the highest rates of increase 
over time, with 41.6% (n=5) respondents 
indicating increased agreement with, “I 
have a strong understanding of the 
unique needs faced by youth who have 
been exposed to violence.” On the other 
hand, the two statements in that domain 
regarding organizational capacity to effec-
tively support the target population had 
the highest rate of decrease among all 
statements: “Participation in this coali-
tion has strengthened our organization’s 
ability to work with youth who have been 
exposed to violence,” and “Participation 
in this coalition has strengthened our 
ability to support youth who are involved 
in the legal system” (n=5, 41.6% each). 
This juxtaposition suggests that 
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participating community partners learned 
from their participation, but did not al-
ways see tangible gains. 

Open-ended comments from community 
partners, however, were broadly positive. 
Some comments spoke to aspects of how 
NCS-YERP staff worked with participants 
which partners particularly appreciated, 
such as a proactive and hands-on ap-
proach, consistency, engagement in the 
work, and individualized work cognizant 
and respectful of youths’ need for safety. 
Other comments mentioned NCS-YERP’s 
uniqueness in providing counseling inside 
the detention center, and enhanced ser-
vices resulting from the collaboration. 
This broad praise was reflected in our 
community partners’ referral practices: 
on nearly three-quarters of surveys (24 of 
33), NCS-YERP’s community partners in-
dicated having referred a participant to 
the program in the prior six months. 

Only one respondent expressed a negative 
sentiment: on an early survey, this person 

praised the program, wishing it had a 
larger capacity, but later noted a change, 
perceiving a decline in program staff’s en-
gagement with youth and community 
partners. 

Some community partners offered sug-
gestions for the program in the future: 

1. Integrating new participants into the 
program with the help of youth who 
completed the program or with team-
building activities; 

2. Ensuring that staff at partner agencies 
who work at the program are commit-
ted to the initiative; 

3. Co-facilitated professional training be-
tween NCS-YERP and the educational 
partner; and 

4. Offering a certificate of completion for 
successful participants. 

See Appendix B for full findings. 
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Chapter 5 
Discussion & Conclusions 

This concluding chapter providers a sum-
mary of findings from the previous chap-
ters, describes limitations encountered, 
and recommends updates to future pro-
gramming and areas for future research. 

Summary of Findings 

Overall, we find that NCS-YERP appears 
to have some positive impacts on social-
emotional protective factors, but limited 
impacts on youth engagement. Addition-
ally, system partners appeared to have 
benefited from the intervention’s second-
ary aim of capacity-building through their 
engagement with the program.  

Our first finding suggests that NCS-YERP 
more effectively supported improvement 
across most social-emotional protective 
factors (excepting substance use reduc-
tion). The greatest rates of improvement 
were seen in the domain of traumatic 
stress reduction. Given the high degree of 
exposure to community violence experi-
enced by the target population, these 
findings illustrate the benefit of engaging 
in supportive, clinical programming even 
without further benefits in juvenile court 
outcomes. NCS-YERP was less effective at 
improving social-environmental factors, 
including school engagement, 

participation in leisure/recreational activ-
ities, and positive parent/caregiver rela-
tionships. 

Additionally, the novel intervention of 
VRAAT was a beneficial tool in support-
ing participant improvement across many 
of these protective factors. This finding 
points towards VRAAT’s status as a prom-
ising practice to increase access to modal-
ities like adventure therapy or other rec-
reationally based interventions for youth 
residing in under-resourced communities 
or facing other logistical barriers to en-
gagement. This is especially so when it is 
used in tandem with other traditional in-
terventions better suited to addressing 
behavior change, such as motivational in-
terviewing. 

Third, we find that the difficulties with 
participant engagement posed significant 
long-term challenges. Attempts to de-
velop alternative means of engagement 
through text messaging and family or le-
gal service provider outreach were not ef-
fective at improving participant retention. 
These findings are consistent with exist-
ing literature about the difficulties of en-
gaging court-involved and violence-im-
pacted youth in services.46  

These difficulties were further compli-
cated by time strain on program staff. 
Given the high clinical needs of 
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participants (e.g., the high rates of expo-
sure to community violence), the small 
staff appropriately paid significant atten-
tion to participants. This came at the ex-
pense of the staff’s ability to manage the 
administrative aspects of the program, 
particularly around data (e.g., routine col-
lection of repeated assessments, juvenile 
court outcome surveys, regular data 
cleaning and reporting related tasks) and 
outreach. 

Lastly, NCS-YERP’s secondary focus on 
systems-level change and capacity build-
ing yielded positive results. Respondents 
to the community partner survey ex-
pressed the greatest confidence in the col-
laborative process, with less somewhat 
confidence in the program’s ability to 
meaningfully intervene on youth’s educa-
tional progress or legal outcomes. How-
ever, their average ratings were relatively 
high across all statements, including 
those with comparatively lower ratings. 

Even while respondents did not neces-
sarily perceive tangible gains from pro-
gram involvement, participating commu-
nity partners tended to report improved 
knowledge about how to better support 
participants exposed to violence or that 
were engaged in the juvenile court sys-
tem. Additionally, in open-ended re-
sponses, they observed numerous positive 
aspects of the program. NCS-YERP set 
out to improve supports and capacity in a 
system suffering from many gaps—in this 
effort they appear to have achieved this 
goal. 

Recommendations and 
Future Research 

Our findings contribute a few key recom-
mendations for future research and pro-
gram administration. First, we recom-
mend testing alternative means of 
participant engagement in future itera-
tions of this program. Program staff relied 
upon an extended, low-intensity period of 
engagement to build rapport with partici-
pants and often utilized collateral con-
tacts with the youths’ families and their 
legal service providers to engage youth in 
programming. However, participants ini-
tiating services with a collateral or text-
based contact saw no meaningful im-
provements in retention compared to 
youth initiating services with a face-to-
face contact. Alternative interventions 
like contingency management47 (CM), 
networks of previously engaged peers, or 
participation stipends may be helpful in 
improving participant engagement and 
retention.  

Second, we recommend convening regu-
lar multidisciplinary team meetings in-
volving both educational and legal com-
munity partners to meaningfully 
coordinate social services and better ad-
dress the educational and legal needs of 
participants. Additionally, these meetings 
may create opportunities for program-
matic reflection, helping community part-
ners increase their system knowledge and 
identify perceived gaps in programming, 
and allowing providers the opportunity to 
revise the program model.  
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Third, we recommend expanding VRAAT-
based services to similarly situated youth, 
emphasizing its use in supporting trauma 
recovery and the development of social 
competencies and self-esteem. Finally, we 
recommend expanded, flexible funding 
that supports the hiring of both adminis-
trative program staff and a lead clinician 
as distinct positions. Providing additional 
funding to meet the administrative needs 
of similar programming in the future will 
additionally allow clinical staff to focus 
their attention on the participants’ needs. 
Additionally, more flexible funding pa-
rameters could be used to explore other 
means to engage youth. In the future, al-
lowing the use of funds on items like food, 
for example, would support program staff 
in creating a welcoming, supportive envi-
ronment for youth that also acknowledges 
the realities of their very real food insecu-
rity and economic needs. 

Further research is required to make 
meaningful conclusions about observed 
differences among participants, as de-
scribed further below. Such research 
would require both a larger sample of 
program participants, and a larger pro-
portion of participants with repeated 
measures on protective factors. Addi-
tional analyses should investigate a causal 
relationship between receiving VRAAT 
services and participant improvement, as 
the novel intervention grew to become a 
significant focus of both program staff 
and the funding stakeholder. Beyond this, 
future research should consider the latent 
relationships between protective factors 

to explore the degrees to which improve-
ment in one domain might support im-
provement in another (e.g., how im-
proved social competencies benefit school 
engagement). Research of this nature 
would support the development of a more 
refined and tightly focused program that 
uses the transformative effects of its in-
terventions to support cross-domain im-
provement. 

Limitations 

This research included several challenges 
and limitations. First, the program’s size 
(38 total participants served) was too 
small to allow for tests of statistical signif-
icance. Thus, we were unable to deter-
mine the likelihood that the observed dif-
ferences in protective factors and 
program outcome represented real pro-
gram impacts or were the result of 
chance. The lack of a comparison group 
further complicates any ability to confirm 
a causal relationship between observed 
improvements and intervention compo-
nents. 

Data on juvenile court outcomes were 
also limited. While the program was in-
tended to serve participants who may 
have juvenile court system involvement, 
and ideally promote alternatives to deten-
tion and reduced sanctions, legal outcome 
data was only provided by legal service 
providers for 11 of 25 (44.0%) of youth in-
volved in programming who had a charge 
on their case at the time of intake. Fur-
ther, the reluctance of court actors to 
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incorporate NCS-YERP as a standard op-
tion for diversion limited NCS-YERP’s 
ability to consistently impact the legal 
outcomes of program participants. In-
stead, it was up to legal defense providers 
to encourage participation with the hopes 
that it would improve case outcomes, ra-
ther than with the explicit support and 
guarantee of court actors. 

Additionally, shifts in the program model 
during the study period added challenges 
to program evaluation. While emphasis 
on building rapport with participants was 
the justification for changes to the pro-
gram model and was a positive change for 
both the program and the youth it served, 
these changes came at the expense of rou-
tine data collection, which limited the 
ability to meaningfully evaluate the pro-
gram’s success.  

Conclusion 

While limited, our findings suggest that a 
program designed to address the clinical 

needs of violence-impacted youth can im-
prove the social-emotional protective fac-
tors that reduce the risk of future system 
involvement.  

However, our findings also identify sev-
eral key challenges in program admin-
istration that limited the researchers’ 
ability to fully evaluate the program. Our 
hope is that the challenges described in 
serving these youth do not discourage fu-
ture providers from implementing similar 
youth-centered, flexible programming, 
but rather strive to continue to fill the 
gaps in our current systems of juvenile 
courts and trauma recovery. 
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PROTECTIVE	

FACTOR	

PARENT	

SCALE	 QUESTION	 VALUES 	

ITEMS	THAT	ARE	REVERSE	CODED	

ARE	HIGHLIGHTED	IN	BLUE. 	
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Below is a list of statements dealing 
with your general feelings about 
yourself. Please indicate how 
strongly you agree or disagree with 
each statement. 

Strong dis-
agree 

Disagree Agree 
Strong 
Agree 

  

One the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 0 1 2 3   

At times, I think I am no good. 3 2 1 0   

I feel that I have a number of good quali-
ties. 

0 1 2 3   

I am able to do things as well as most other 
people. 

0 1 2 3   

I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 3 2 1 0   

I certainly feel useless at times. 3 2 1 0   

I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on 
an equal plane with others. 

0 1 2 3   

I wish I could have more respect for my-
self. 

3 2 1 0   

All in all, I am inclined to believe I am a 
failure. 

3 2 1 0   

I take a positive attitude toward myself. 0 1 2 3   
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For each statement below, please se-
lect the option that feels most true 
for you. 

Not at all 
true 

A little true 
Somewhat 
true 

Pretty true Really true  

I help other people 1 2 3 4 5  

I ask others if I can be of help 1 2 3 4 5  

I show concern for others. 1 2 3 4 5  

I show care for others. 1 2 3 4 5  

I give support to others. 1 2 3 4 5  

Various 

In
te

rn
a

ll
y

 
D

es
ig

n
ed

 Using the options below, please indi-
cate how often the follow statements 
have been true in the last month. 

Not at all 
A few 
times 

More than 
a few times 

Almost 
every day 

Every day  

School Attend-
ance 

In the last month, I have missed school… 5 4 3 2 1  
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Leisure/Recrea-
tional Activities 

In the last month, I’ve done something just 
for fun… 

1 2 3 4 5  

Substance Use 
In the last month, I have gotten high or 
drunk, or used substances (for example: 
alcohol, weed, tobacco, or other drugs)… 

1 2 3 4 5  
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Using the options below, please de-
scribe how your relationship with 
your parent(s) or caregiver(s) has 
been in the last month. 

Terrible Pretty bad 
Not so 
bad/Not so 
good 

Pretty 
good 

Great  

In the last month, how well have you got-
ten along with your parent(s) or care-
giver(s)? 

1 2 3 4 5  
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For each statement below, please in-
dicate how much you experienced 
that change after a recent stressful 
life event: 

Not at all 
Very small 
degree 

Small de-
gree 

Moderate 
degree 

Great de-
gree 

Very great 
degree 

I changed my priorities about what is im-

portant in life.AL 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I have greater appreciation for the value of 

my own life.AL 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I have developed new interests.NP 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I have a greater feeling of self-reliance.PS 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I have a better understanding of spiritual 

matters.SG 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I more clearly see that I can count on peo-

ple in times of trouble.IR 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I established a new path for my life.NP 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I have a greater sense of closeness with 

others.IR 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I am more willing to express my emo-

tions.IR 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I know that I can handle difficulties. PS 0 1 2 3 4 5 
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I can do better things with my life. AL 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I am better able to accept the way things 

work out.PS 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I can better appreciate each day.AL 0 1 2 3 4 5 

New opportunities are available which 

wouldn’t have been otherwise.NP 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I have more compassion for others.IR 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I put more effort into my relationships.IR 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I am more likely to try to change things 

that need changing.NP 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I have stronger religious faith.SG 0 1 2 3 4 5 

I discovered that I’m stronger than I 

thought I was.PS 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I learned a great deal about how wonderful 

people are.IR 
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I better accept needing others.IR 0 1 2 3 4 5 

After completing the above questions, cumulative scores are calculated from the questions above across five domains 1) Appreciation for 
Life (AL), 2) Personal Strength (PS), 3) Spiritual Growth (SG), 4) New Possibilities (NP), and 5) Improved Relationships (IR). These 
scores are then presented to respondents’ to support their answers to the following open text questions: 

What areas have I experienced growth? [Open Ended] 

What areas do I score moderate or low? 
What is contributing to my experience? 

[Open Ended] 

What do I want to celebrate? [Open Ended] 

What is one area I would like to make 
some adjustments so I can improve my-
self? 

[Open Ended] 

1 Morris Rosenberg, Conceiving the Self, (Basic Books, 1979).  
2 Dawn Anderson-Butcher et al., “The Case for the Perceived Social Competence Scale II,” Research on Social Work Practice, 26, no. 4 (2016): 419-428. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731514557362 
3 Bibiána Jozefiaková et al., “Posttraumatic Growth and Its Measurement: A Closer Look at the PTGI’s Psychometric Properties and Structure,” Frontiers in Psychology, 13 (2022). 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.801812. 
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	 	 DESCRIPTIVE	STATISTICS1 	 CHANGE	OVER	TIME	

	 	 MEAN	

STD. 	

DEV. 	 MIN 	 MAX	 VALID	N 2 	

NO 	

CHANGE 3 	 INCREASE 4 	 DECREASE 5 	 MIXED 6 	

DOMAIN	 QUESTIONS 	 N	=	13 	 	 N	 %	 N	 %	 N	 %	 N	 %	
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I  have a clear  understanding of 
the goals of NCS-YERP. 

4.48  0 .63  4  5  1 2  5  42%  3  25%  2  1 7 %  2  1 7 %  

I think that  other stakeholders 
have a c lear understanding of 
the goals of NCS-YERP. 

4.08  0.64  3  5  1 2  5  42%  5  45%  1  8%  1  8%  

The goals of  NCS-YERP are im-
portant.  

4.61  0 .60  3  5  1 2  7  58%  2  1 7 %  3  25%  0  0%  

What we are trying to  accom-
plish together would be difficult  
for  any single  organization to 
accomplish by itself.  

4.46  0 .60  3  5  1 2  7  58%  3  25%  1  8%  1  8%  

Partner organizations in this 
collective project  are  doing 
their part  to engage other stake-
holders who could support the 
project.  

4.08  0.68  3  5  1 2  4  33%  4  33%  2  1 7 %  2  1 7 %  
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Participation in  this coalition 
has strengthened our organiza-
tion’s  ability to work with youth 
who have been exposed to vio-
lence.  

4.22  0 .56  3  5  1 2  4  33%  2  1 7 %  5  42%  1  8%  

Participation in  this coalition 
has strengthened our organiza-
tion’s  ability to support youth 
who are involved in  the legal  
system.  

4.53  0 .47  4  5  1 2  5  42%  1  8%  5  42%  1  8%  

I have a strong understanding 
of the unique needs faced by 
youth who have been exposed to 
violence.  

4.40  0.48  4  5  1 2  4  33%  5  42%  3  25%  0  0%  
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Youth referred into  NCS-YERP 
have better legal  outcomes than 
other youth.  

3.96  0 .7 5  3  5  1 1  3  27 %  3  27 %  3  27 %  2  1 8%  

Youth referred into  NCS-YERP 
have better educational out-
comes than other youth.  

3.98  0 .7 3  3  5  8  2  25%  1  1 3%  2  25%  3  38%  

Youth referred into  NCS-YERP 
complete their  legal  obligations 
in an appropriate amount of 
time.  

3.96  0 .54  3  5  1 0  3  30%  3  30%  2  20%  2  20%  

Youth in NCS-YERP face fewer 
disruptions to  their  educational 
progress than other youth.  

3.80  0.69  2  5  9  3  33%  1  1 1 %  2  22%  3  33%  

Youth in NCS-YERP are engaged 
in activities  during program-
ming that benefit  the develop-
ment of  social  competencies.  

4.26  0 .62  3  5  1 2  4  33%  3  25%  3  25%  2  1 7 %  

It  is easy to  connect youth with 
other providers through NCS-
YERP.  

4.31  0 .54  4  5  1 1  3  27 %  2  1 8%  4  36%  2  1 8%  

Youth in NCS-YERP receive ser-
vices relevant  to the needs my 
organization referred them for.  

4.44  0 .48  4  5  1 1  5  45%  1  9%  2  1 8%  3  27 %  

Youth in NCS-YERP are 
screened for needs other than 
those they were referred for.  

3.99  0 .7 8  2  5  1 1  2  1 8%  5  45%  2  1 8%  2  1 8%  

When appropriate,  par-
ents/guardians/caregivers are 
adequately  involved in the NCS-
YERP treatment process.  

4.29  0 .43  4  5  1 1  3  27 %  4  36%  3  27 %  1  9%  

Youth in NCS-YERP receive ser-
vices that are trauma informed.  

4.38  0 .5 5  3  5  1 1  4  36%  3  27 %  3  27 %  1  9%  

1 Rated on a 5-point Likert scale: 1=Strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Neutral/No Opinion, 4=Agree; 5=Strongly Agree; calculated at the person level (multiple timepoints pooled across individuals) 
2 Number of stakeholders who responded to the question on more than one survey, with a response other than “N/A; Can’t Gauge”; all questions exclude the 1 individual who took only one survey 
3 Same answer on all surveys completed 
4 Includes individuals where there was an increase between every time point and those with both increases and no change between time points (only possible for respondents with at least 3 surveys) 
5 Includes individuals where there was a decrease between every time point and those with both decreases and no change between time points (only possible for respondents with at least 3 surveys) 
6 Both increases and decreases between time points (only possible for people with at least three surveys) 


